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FROM KINGSTON, JAMAICA, 


TO THE LONE STAR STATE 


SPINE ASSOCIATES’ 


IS AHEAD OF THE CURVE, 


GIVING PATIENTS HIS BEST AND PROMISING TO DO “WHATEVER IT TAKES” 


OVER 11 YEARS AGO, «ess 


with the help of his wife, Juanitta, opened Spine Associates so fellow Houstonians 
could benefit from the stellar services offered by Dr. Francis and his staff. Since 
then, Spine Associates has grown and with two clinics—one in Houston and one 
in Beaumont-—Dr. Francis is quite a busy physician with an endless schedule from 
Monday through Saturdays. His passion to help others and the emphasis he places 
on the physician-patient relationship is refreshing, rewarding and remarkable, to 
say the least. 

Dr. Francis explains how his professional career evolved. “For a long time, | 
wanted to be an engineer. Later, | developed an interest in medicine as | learned 
more about it from models that preceded me in undergraduate school. When the 
time came to commit, | had a greater interest in pursuing medicine than | did engi- 
neering. | can’t underestimate the positive impact that my role models had on the 
choice of my profession. Above and beyond all of this, my mother had the greatest 
impact on me. She made me feel like the sun shone in my eyes and | could be any- 
thing | wanted to be. She even made my flaws feel worthwhile.” 

Born in Kingston, Jamaica, Dr. Richard Francis was 18 years old when he start- 
ed medical school at the University of the West Indies in Jamaica and received 
his medical degree at 22. During medical school, he was accepted as an elective 
student and found his passion for orthopedic spine surgery at the University of 
Toronto Medical School in Ontario, Canada. After receiving his medical degree, he 
was accepted to the Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh in Scotland. At 29, Dr. 
Francis was selected to the fellowship of the Royal College of Surgeons and by the 
age of 34, Dr. Francis had earned his specialty board certification in trauma and 
orthopaedic surgery. 

Dr. Francis details his educational endeavors and the path he followed to the 
Lone Star State. “| went to Wolmer’s Boys’ School in Jamaica and then studied 
medicine at the University of the West Indies. Following that, | moved to Edinburgh, 
Scotland, where | trained in general surgery and then orthopaedic surgery. Finally, | 
moved to Houston, Texas and trained in spine surgery at Baylor College of Medicine. 
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At first, | taught spine surgery as an assistant professor at the University of Texas. 
After a few years, my wife Juanitta and | started Spine Associates. It is a private 
practice specializing in surgical and non-surgical treatment of the whole spine for 
adults and adolescents. | have special expertise in deformity, scoliosis, correction 
and the revision and reconstruction of failed spine surgery.” 

Moving his family to Houston was certainly a change from where they lived 
prior to arriving in Texas. “One of my favorite memories of when | first came to 
Houston was having an opportunity to work and train in the Texas Medical Center 
in Houston ... It's the home of cardiac surgery, Nobel laureates and cutting edge 
medical research as well as some of the world’s leading institutions such as the 
MD Anderson Cancer Center,” says Dr. Francis, adding that, “It is also home of such 


"WHATEVER IT TAKES; 
LL GIVE YOU MY BEST. 
| PROMISE.” 


legends as Drs. Michael Debakey and Denton Cooley in cardiovascular surgery and 
Drs. Paul Harrington and Jessie Dickson in spine surgery. To see it, is to be blown 
away with the magnitude of its size and the excellence that is all around you.” 
Soon after relocating, Dr. Francis became an integral part of the medical excel- 
lence in Houston. For four years, he served as an assistant professor with the 
University of Texas at Houston where he was responsible for training residents 
and fellows in the field of spinal surgery. In 2003, he founded Spine Associates, 
and at the age of 38 he was already considered one of the top performing, busiest 
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and hardest working spine surgeons in Houston by 
his peers. His motto: “Whatever it takes; I'll give you 
my best. | promise.” Dr. Francis’ motto is incorporated 
within the philosophy of Spine Associates. Their mis- 
sion is simply to give each adult and child the best 
of themselves every time. Their goal is to get each 
person back to normal—physically, functionally and 
cosmetically. 

Every patient is seen by Dr. Francis at every visit. 


New patients are seen within three days of calling. 
“We see patients on late evenings and weekends, if 
that’s what it takes,” says Dr. Francis. He is certain- 
ly not the norm for physicians these days. He goes 
above and beyond to ensure that all of his patients 
are examined and diagnosed correctly citing that the 
diagnosis is the most important aspect of all when 
treating his patients. 

An accurate diagnosis can only be reached through 
a thorough examination by a specialist with experi- 
ence and extensive training and is the only one that 
is going to be able to sort through the “noise” and 
find the root cause of the patient's pain. Every pa- 
tient receives a comprehensive exam which includes 
a review of the patient's medical history, thorough 
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physical examination, diagnostic testing if needed to 
confirm diagnosis and a detailed explanation of their 
condition and treatment options. 

“There are fundamentals that assure success. We 
apply basic clinical skills for all patients. We take a 
detailed history of the problem, perform a thorough 
physical exam, and only then, employ appropriate 
imaging studies and testing to confirm a diagnosis. 
The most important thing in our whole approach is to 


obtain an accurate diagnosis. | increase the likelihood 
of that by taking responsibility for each of the above 
processes by seeing each and every patient myself 
at every appointment. If surgery is needed, it is actu- 
ally the least challenging part,” Dr. Francis explains to 
Texas MD. 

Dr. Francis takes into account the patient's age, 
lifestyle, career, health status and history in order to 
ascertain what the best form of treatment is for the 
patient. Once the diagnosis is confirmed, if surgery is 
needed, Dr. Francis explains, “Surgery is a skill that 
you practice and like most skills, you get better with 
time. When you do an operation, you want to do it 
perfectly once, then do it the same way every time.” 
The real challenge is to make the correct diagnosis 


and then Dr. Francis takes it from there and ensures 
that his patients will be leading a better quality of 
life with non-surgical and, if necessary, surgical treat- 
ments over time. 

“We do spine surgery exclusively because we are 
specialists in that field, trained to a very high level to 
perform in this very demanding area. To continue to 
be the best, we have to focus each day on advancing 
the specialty, following ongoing research in spine care 


WA \ 
and challenging ourselves to achieve good outcomes 
consistently. Deviating from this, to my mind, sub- 
tracts a bit from the package of excellence we always 
want to offer,” says Dr. Francis. 

Typically, spine surgeons have a PA or another as- 
sistant see their patients in clinic and will only consult 
with the surgeon if surgery is required. This approach 
is not conducive to Spine Associates’ beliefs and 
makes for long hours on clinic days where Dr. Francis 
will see an average of 60 patients in one day and each 
patient gets as much time as needed. Clinics are held 
on Tuesdays, Thursdays and every other Saturday 
starting at 6:30 am and ending at 9:00 pm. Dr. Francis 
gives his all and then some and will never waiver from 
his standards. 


Offering an array of services from sciatica treat- 
ment and robotic assisted spine surgery to adult stem 
cell therapy, artificial disc replacement and electro-di- 
agnostic testing are just a few of the comprehensive 
services that Dr. Francis and his team offer that make 
up Spine Associates as a whole. 

When a patient has a spine issue, they are typi- 
cally in pain when they come to see Dr. Francis and 
they need appropriate treatment quickly. Verifying a 
diagnosis requires diagnostic studies such as x-rays, 
MRI, CT, EMG/NCV's and diagnostic injections. Having 
these services within the practice allows the team to 
facilitate these requests sooner so the patient is able 
to get their treatment plan sometimes the same day 
as the initial appointment. This is extremely helpful 
for Spine Associates’ international and out-of-state 
patients. Taking a conservative approach to treating 
spine conditions has always been a standard in the 
practice. Only 10% of their patients require surgery. 

“Fundamentally, most spine conditions can be 
treated non-surgically with conservative tools. These 
tools include physical therapy, spinal injections, medi- 
cation management, weight loss and physical condi- 
tioning. We always offer these options first. It is the 
right thing to do from a medical point of view. We 
must always respect the magnitude of surgery on a 
person's life and be judicious in offering it. Quite likely, 
an individual who is presented with spine surgery as 
an option will be facing this kind of event for the first 
time in their life. It's a big deal,” explains Dr. Francis, 
adding that, “The proper place for surgery is in situa- 
tions where there is failure of conservative care, neu- 
rologic risk of injury, spinal instability, or pain refrac- 
tory to all other reasonable forms of treatment.” 

At the core of Dr. Francis’ philosophy is the funda- 
mental belief that the connection with patients and 
their families is crucial to the entire medical process. 
While talking with him, he explained just how impor- 
tant this connection is throughout the entire care of 
the patient. “As a physician, we are in a sense wed- 


ded to the patient. The treatments that we give and 
recommend will affect the patient for the rest of their 
life. It is essential to have a good relationship with my 
patients to get the best results possible and to get 
them the results they deserve,” says Dr. Francis. 

Jodie Schaefer, a patient from Victoria, Texas 
states, “Dr. Francis is caring and compassionate and 
at the same time, honest and straightforward. | be- 
lieve his skill as a surgeon is a true gift.” The quotes 
are infinite in terms of how his patients admire and 
respect Dr. Francis from his bedside manner to his 
stellar skill sets as a superior spine surgeon. 

On the other side of the spectrum, his staff and 
colleagues give us more insights on just how remark- 
able Dr. Francis is as both a physician and a mentor. 
Regina Williams—R.T, R, M, CT, ARRT—lead cat scan 
technologist says, “Observing his passion, dedication, 
and relentless strive for truly wanting to improve a 
patient's quality of life is inspiring. I've never worked 
with another physician in my 15 year career that has 
exhibited his pursuit of excellence and precision in the 
care his patients receive.” 

Jody Plumb-Gonzalez who has been working with 
Dr. Francis for the past 7 years shares her insights. 
“He's definitely an outlier in complex spinal surgery. 
I've heard this same opinion shared by a number of his 
peers. As his executive assistant, | have an opportu- 
nity to see both sides of Dr. Francis and after 7 years, 
| am still amazed by the passion and drive that he 
has. I've never met anyone like him. The man trained 
himself to fully function on only 4 hours of sleep! | 
see a man with deep multi-faceted intelligence and 
incredible skill and creativity. If only he could figure 
out a way to clone himself.” 

These staff members, colleagues and patients 


of conservative care before considering surgery,” 
says Dr. Francis. 

Being the first surgeon in Houston to employ the 
Mazor Robotics Renaissance guidance system in 2012, 
indicates his innovative and cutting edge use of the 
latest technology with proven results. The surgical 
team at Spine Associates was among a few in the 
United States equipped with this advanced technol- 
ogy. Spine surgeons realized the enormous benefits 
the technology had to offer the surgeon and their 
patients, and it's starting to become the standard 
of care throughout the country. In 2013, Dr. Francis 
added a second system in Houston at Westside Surgi- 
cal Hospital where he is the chief of spine surgery 
and the director of robotic surgery and training. The 
training lab is one of two robotic spine surgery train- 
ing labs in the country. Dr. Francis has performed over 
300 instrumented spine surgeries using robotic as- 
sistance. 

“My life sometimes feels as if it’s being lived under 
a lucky star. Either that, or | am the beneficiary of 
God's continuous blessings. | choose to believe the 
latter,” says Dr. Francis, adding that, “My whole ca- 
reer has been a journey of chasing dreams and now 
actually living those dreams. | am a spine surgeon, a 
husband and a father to four beautiful children; Chloe, 
Shannon, Zachary and Samantha.” 

Spine Associates will always be ahead of the curve 
when it comes to the practice of spine medicine. They 
have made it their goal to stay on the forefront of 
technology, while maintaining a personal connection 
with patients and their families. Dr. Francis concludes, 
“We continue to differentiate ourselves purely on the 
basis of doing spinal surgery. | see us as always try- 
ing to be leaders in applying new technologies that 


"MY VVHOLE CAREER HAS BEEN A 
JOURNEY OF CHASING DREAMS 
AND NOW ACTUALLY LIVING 
THOSE DREAMS. | AM A SPINE 
SURGEON, A HUSBAND AND 

A FATHER TO FOUR BEAUTIFUL 
CHILDREN; CHLOE, SHANNON, 
ZACHARY AND SAMANTHA." 


are only but a handful of people that admire, respect 
and appreciate Dr. Francis’ many talents, both as a 
physician, spine surgeon and man. The shared vision 
at Spine Associates is to always be the benchmark 
for excellence in spine surgery and treatment and to 
always provide cutting edge technologies and treat- 
ments that change lives and restore function. With Dr. 
Francis leading the way, their goals are always met 
with teamwork, quality of care, timeliness and con- 
servatism. “We will try to exhaust all reasonable forms 


give benefits, not just technologies that are done for 
the sake of doing something different, but that bring 
added benefits to our patients.” 


For more information visit wwwmyspineassociates. 
com or call 713-383-7100. Spine Associates is located 
at 930] Southwest Freeway, 6th Floor Houston, TX 
77074 and at 3820 Pointe Parkway, Beaumont, TX 
77706. 
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